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SUMMARY:  Parents  of  magnet  school  students  (grades  1-8)  in  Boston,  Cambridge 
and  Springfield  were  interviewed  on  a  sampling  basis  to  determine  the  factors 
which  led  to  their  choice  of  magnet  schools  and  which  influenced  their  satis- 
faction with  the  education  provided.  Survey  results  indicated  a  high  degree 
of  satisfaction  with  both  basic  skills  instruction  and  specialized  programs, 
but  the  satisfaction  appeared  to  be  diffuse  rather  than  tied  to  such  specifics 
as  staff  or  "magnet  theme".  The  perception  of  parents  that  they  are  influen- 
tial in  relation  to  magnet  schools  may  have  a  significant  impact  upon  their 
satisfaction.  The  informal  network  of  communication  among  parents,  expected 
in  the  case  of  "neighborhood  schools",  appears  to  be  very  important  for  magnet 
schools  as  well.  In  brief,  magnet  schools  in  Massachusetts  appear  to  be  all- 
around  effective  urban  schools  which  are   unusually  open  to  parents  and  enjoy 
the  support  and  involvement  of  parents  in  return. 

Charles  L.  Glenn,  Director 
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Note  that  the  survey  in  Springfield  was  managed  by  the  Springfield 
School  Department  but  used  the  interview  format  developed  by  the 
City-wide  Educational  Coalition.  CWEC  believes  that  differences 
in  survey  method  may  make  the  results  not  strictly  comparable. 
The  Bureau  of  Equal  Educational  Opportunity  has  a  high  regard  for 
the  on-going  evaluation  of  magnet  education  carried  out  in 
Springfield,  and  has  included  this  particular  report  for  that  reason. 

Magnet  schools  in  Boston,  Cambridge,  and  Springfield  are  different 
in  some  important  respects,  which  the  reader  should  bear  in  mind. 
Some  magnet  schools  in  Boston  predate  the  desegregation  orders  and 
enjoy  strong  parent  loyalty;  others  are  still  in  the  process  of 
proving  their  worth.  All  enroll  students  on  a  city-wide  voluntary 
basis,  with  a  proportion  of  seats  held  for  district  students.  No 
students  are  assigned  involuntarily  at  the  elementary  or  intermediate 
level . 

The  Cambridge  Alternative  Public  School  (CAPS)  was  parent-initiated, 
and  appeals  primarily  on  an  "alternative  education"  basis,  though  with 
racial  and  socio-economic  guidelines  in  admission  of  students.  Several 
district  schools  in  Cambridge  which  attract  part  of  their  enrollment  on 
a  magnet  basis  were  not  included  in  the  survey. 

The  seven  magnet  elementary  schools  in  Springfield  serve  a  majority  of 
students  assigned  on  a  residential  basis  to  reduce  racial  imbalance, 
and  a  minority  of  students  who  attend  on  a  voluntary  basis  under  admission 
guidelines  which  further  reduce  imbalance.  Students  are  mixed  for  all 
aspects  of  the  program,  but  only  the  parents  of  the  students  attending 
voluntarily  were  included  in  the  survey. 

Charles  Glenn 
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Dr.  Charles  Glenn 

Director 

Bureau  of  Equal  Educational  Opportunity 

Massachusetts  Department  of  Education 

31  St.  James  Avenue 

Boston,  Massachusetts  02116 

Dear  Char! ie, 

Enclosed  you  will  find  the  report  "Why  do  Parents 
Choose  Magnet  Schools?"  which  has  been  prepared  by  the 
City-Wide  Educational  Coalition  under  a  contract  with  the 
Bureau  of  Equal  Educational  Opportunity  of  the  Massachusetts 
Department  of  Education.  This  report  is  based  on  a  survey 
which  was  conducted  by  CWEC  between  0ctober,1977  and  June, 
1978  under  this  same  contract. 

CWEC  applied  for  and  was  awarded  this  contract  because, 
as  an  independent  citizens'  education  reform  organization, 
we  had  substantial  experience  in  assisting  Boston  parents  in 
making  choices  of  magnet  schools  and  had  designed  a  unique 
research  model  which  employed  the  skills  of  parents  in  con- 
ducting research  at  their  children's  schools.  Throughout 
this  project  CWEC  hired  parents,  both  as  full  and  part-time 
research  assistants  as  well  as  interviewers.  Training 
programs  were  conducted  for  parents  in  Boston,  Springfield, 
and  Cambridge  and  through  these  training  programs,  many 
parents  developed  expertise  in  research  theory  and  practice. 
As  a  result  of  these  training  programs,  thirty  (30)  parents 
were  involved  in  conducting  a  survey  of  the  factors  which 
influence  the  choices  of  other  parents  in  selecting  magnet 
schools.  We  wish  to  express  our  appreciation  to  them  and  to 
the  278  parents  in  Boston  and  Cambridge  who  shared  their 
time  and  their  views  of  their  children's  schools  with  us. 
We  also  gratefully  acknowledge  the  superb  cooperation  of  the 
Boston  School  Department  and  the  Cambridge  School  Department 
in  assisting  us  in  conducting  the  survey.  We  also  wish  to 
note  the  invaluable  assistance  of  Scientific  Time  Sharing 
Corporation  which  provided  us  with  computer  time  and  technical 
assistance  and  to  Don  Davies  of  Boston  University,  School  of 
Education,  who  provided  graduate  students  who  assisted  in 
the  initial  testing  of  the  research  instruments. 
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We  feel  it  is  important  to  point  out  that  because  of 
problems  with  the  Springfield  School  Department  it  became 
impossible  for  CWEC  to  conduct  this  survey  in  Springfield 
in  the  same  way  that  it  was  conducted  in  Boston  and  Cambridge. 
Some  technical  differences  arose  between  the  staff  of  the 
project  and  Springfield  school  officials.  Before  those 
differences  could  be  resolved,  the  Springfield  School 
Department,  using  a  modified  version  of  the  CWEC-designed 
research  instrument,  conducted  a  survey  on  their  own. 
CWEC  was  neyer   able  to  determine  whether  technical  problems 
(in  their  proposed  alterations  to  the  CWEC  design),  which 
would  affect  response  validity,  interviewer  objectivity, 
and  interviewee  bias  were  resolved.  Also,  CWEC  requested 
the  data  which  was  collected,  but  never  received  it.  We 
were  able  to  obtain  a  copy  of  the  report  written  by 
Springfield  school  officials  when  it  was  distributed  at 
the  Magnet  School  Conference  on  April  27,  1978.  A  copy  of 
that  report  and  our  critique  of  it  are  included  in  this 
enclosed  report.  As  a  result  of  the  difficulties  alluded  to 
above,  it  is  impossible  to  compare  the  data  gathered  in 
Springfield  with  the  data  gathered  in  the  other  two  cities. 
The  circumstances  surrounding  its  being  gathered  are  too 
different. 

We  have  also  concluded  that  there  are  such  differences 
between  the  situations  in  Boston  and  Cambridge,  that  no 
overall  conclusions  can  be  reached  from  the  data  that  we 
have  gathered.  Parents  from  eight  schools  in  Boston  were 
interviewed  whereas  the  Cambridge  parents  were  from  one 
school.  The  Cambridge  magnet  school  (Cambridge  Alternative 
Public  School)  was  largely  parent-initiated  i.e.,  parents 
developed  and  submitted  the  initial  proposal  to  the  Cambridge 
School  Department.  Parents  continue  to  be  integrally 
involved  in  policy  development,  hiring  and  administration  by 
their  presence  on  committees  in  these  areas  and  their  access 
to  the  CAPS  staff.  This  involvement  is  by  design,  as  this 
structure  was  a  part  of  the  abovementioned  initial  proposal. 
Further,  the  Cambridge  magnet  school  was  set  up  without  the 
involvement  of  a  court,  while  the  Boston  magnet  schools  were 
instituted  as  part  of  a  desegregation  order  issued  by  the 
U.S.  District  Court.  Finally,  a  much  larger  percentage  of 
parents  at  CAPS  were  interviewed  (53%)  than  in  the  Boston 
magnet  schools  (10%). 

Despite  the  differences  in  the  development  of  magnet 
schools  in  the  two  cities,  however,  we  believe  on  the  basis 
of  the  data  which  we  have  gathered,  that  some  major  points 
are  yery   clear.  We  will  list  on  the  following  pages  what  we 
believe  to  be  the  major  findings  from  the  Boston  and 
Cambridge  data. 


Major  Findings 


-  Magnet  parents  clearly  have  contact  with  other  parents,  both  at  their 
own  school  and  at  other  schools.  However,  this  contact  is  more  often  through 
informal  means,  than  formal  mechanisms.  Interestingly,  in  Boston  where  there 
is  contact  with  other  parents  through  formal  mechanisms,  it  is  more  frequently 
through  the  Home  &  School  Association  than  through  the  court-ordered  mechanisms. 

-  The  School  Department  is  the  major  source  of  information  on  magnet 
schools  for  parents  in  Boston  but  at  the  Cambridge  Alternative  Public  School, 
the  information  is  obtained  through  friends,  neighbors,  day  care  centers,  and 
less  formal  channels. 

-  It  is  clear  that  magnet  parents  share  information  with  other  parents  - 
75%  in  Boston,  86%  in  Cambridge. 

-  The  perception  of  lack  of  district  school  quality  is  a  major  reason  for 
choosing  magnet  schools  in  both  Cambridge  and  Boston. 

-  The  program  or  theme  is  a  major  factor  in  choosing  magnet  schools  in 
Cambridge  (67%)  but  less  so  in  Boston  (35%). 

-  The  location  of  the  school  was  the  major  factor  for  parents  in  Boston 
(43%)  while  in  Cambridge  it  was  not  mentioned  as  a  factor  at  all,  even  though 
a  significant  number  lived  near  enough  to  the  school  to  walk  there. 

-  It  is  apparent  that  magnet  parents  visit  their  children's  schools  (94%) 
in  Cambridge,  (88%)  in  Boston.  Although  indications  are  that  this  is  often 
before  the  fact  (choice)  in  Cambridge  and  after  the  fact  (choice)  in  Boston. 

-  Most  magnet  parents  have  applied  only  once  for  the  schools  their 
children  are  in  -  90%  in  Cambridge,  53%  in  Boston. 

-  Magnet  parents  have  noticed  significant  changes  in  their  children  since 
they  entered  magnet  schools  -  60%  in  Cambridge,  53%  in  Boston. 

-  The  major  improvement  suggested  for  magnet  schools  by  parents  was  in 
the  area  of  educational/academic  programs  -  79%  in  Cambridge,  31%  in  Boston. 

-  Racial  balance  was  a  factor  in  choosing  the  magnet  school  with  78%  of 
the  parents  in  Cambridge,  but  only  32%  of  the  parents  in  Boston.  In  both 
cases  this  was  a  secondary  factor  as  it  was  not  cited  in  the  direct  question 
(12). 

-  Principals  and  teachers  were  not  a  factor  for  66%  of  the  parents  inter- 
viewed in  Boston  but  they  were  a  factor  for  39%  in  Cambridge. 

-  Magnet  parents  are  obviously  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  influence 
that  they  have  in  their  child's  educational  program  -  87%  in  Cambridge,  72%  in 
Boston.  It  should  be  noted  however,  that  of  the  parents  who  were  not  satisfied, 
14%  in  Boston  and  6%  in  Cambridge  wanted  more  influence  over  curriculum. 

-  When  asked  what  was  the  most  important  part  of  their  child's  program,  73  '■■ 
of  the  parents  in  Cambridge  said  social  adjustment,  while  the  largest  percentage 


(50%)  of  the  parents  in  Boston  said  basic  skills.  Since  parents  could  respond 
with  more  than  one  answer  to  this  question,  51%  of  the  parents  in  Cambridge 
also  stated  basic  skills  as  the  most  important  part  of  the  child's  educational 
program  while  individual  courses  were  cited  by  Boston  parents  31%  of  the  time. 

-  Magnet  parents  clearly  believe  that  their  children  are  learning  basic 
skills  -  92%  in  Boston,  88%  in  Cambridge. 

-  Magnet  parents  are  obviously  satisfied  with  magnet  schools  -  83%  in 
Cambridge  and  89%  in  Boston  are  either  satisfied  or  very   satisfied. 

-  Many  magnet  parents  also  feel  that  they  can  bring  about  changes  in 
their  children's  schools  —  72%  in  Boston,  48%  in  Cambridge. 

-  Most  magnet  parents  consider  themselves  active  in  their  children's 
education  -  90%  in  Cambridge,  81%  in  Boston.  However,  parents  defined  that 
"activity"  most  frequently  as  assistance  at  home  -  72%  in  Boston,  48%  in 
Cambridge. 

-  Many  magnet  parents  feel  that  school  personnel  have  aided  their  involve- 
ment in  their  children's  schools  -  96%  in  Cambridge,  63%  in  Boston. 

-  Parents  differ  greatly  about  the  major  purposes  of  magnet  schools. 

32%  of  the  parents  in  Cambridge  and  25%  of  the  parents  in  Boston  believe  that 
the  major  purpose  of  magnet  schools  is  to  provide  more  specialized  education. 
An  additional  23%  in  Boston  and  16%  in  Cambridge  believe  that  the  purpose  of 
magnet  schools  is  to  improve  the  quality  of  education.  35%  of  the  parents  in 
Cambridge,  however,  believe  that  the  purpose  of  magnet  schools  is  to  socially 
and  economically  balance  education.  This  factor  was  not  mentioned  by  Boston 
parents. 

-  A  more  significant  percentage  of  Cambridge  magnet  parents  have  considered 
private  and  parochial  schools  for  their  children  (62%)  than  in  Boston  (49%). 

-  Parents  made  it  clear  that  they  would  continue  to  send  their  children  to 
a  magnet  school  even  if  transportation  were  not  provided  -  90%  in  Cambridge, 
56%  in  Boston.  It  should  be  pointed  out,  however,  that  distance  was  cited  as 
a  qualifying  factor  in  Boston  but  not  in  Cambridge. 

-  Magnet  parents  believe  that  the  best  way  to  attract  other  parents  to 
magnet  schools  is  through  parent  to  parent  advertisement  -  41%  in  Boston, 
33%  in  Cambridge. 

-  Cambridge  parents  are  much  more  aware  of  the  magnet  themes  (76%).  87%  of 
Boston  parents  were  not  aware  of  the  magnet  theme  at  their  children's  school. 
Of  the  88%  of  Boston  parents  who  had  visited  their  children's  schools,  85%  did 
not  know  the  magnet  theme. 

It  is  clear  from  the  above,  and  amazingly  so,  since  so  many  of  the  questions 
were  open-ended,  that  despite  the  differences  between  the  two  cities,  some 
factors  are  consistent  in  determining  choices.  It  is  also  apparent  that  magnet 
schools  are  viewed  favorably  by  parents  for  many  and  varied  reasons.  It  should 
be  noted  however,  that  in-depth  information  on  programs  is  still  quite  limited. 
We  therefore  question  whether  magnet  schools  really  are  that  much  better  than 
district  schools  as  perceived  by  the  parents  we  interviewed.  We  believe  that 
much  more  information  and  data  is  needed  on  the  actual  quality  of  programs  in 
magnet  schools.  It  is  also  very   obvious  that  most  Boston  parents  (with  the 
exception  of  the  Haley  School)  do  not  know  the  specific  magnet  themes  at  their 
children's  schools. 


In  conclusion,  we  wish  to  express  our  appreciation  to  the  Bureau  of  Equal 
Educational  Opportunity,  both  for  allowing  us  to  conduct  this  survey,  and  for 
your  ongoing  assistance  and  support.  We  believe  that  contained  within  this 
report  is  much  useful  data  and  information  which  we  hope  can  be  of  assistance 
both  to  the  Massachusetts  Department  of  Education  and  to  the  school  officials 
in  the  districts  involved.  We  at  CWEC  have  enjoyed  the  opportunity  to  conduct 
this  survey  and  we  have  learned  a  great  deal  from  it.  We  hope  that  the 
contents  of  this  report  will  be  used  to  further  the  goal  of  racial,  cultural 
and  economic  integration  as  well  as  to  improve  the  quality  of  education,  not 
only  in  Boston,  Springfield,  and  Cambridge,  but  in  other  communities  as  well. 
We  would  be  happy  to  be  of  any  assistance  we  can  in  this  effort. 

Sincerely, 

/ 

Mary  Ellen  Smith 
Executive  Director 
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Introduction 


In  a  November  1977  Kappan  article  on  magnet  schools  in  Boston,  Charles  McMillan 

states  that  ". . .while  there  is  little  doubt  that  magnet  schools  in  Boston  do  attract 

parents  and  students ,  there  is  only  the  sketchiest  evidence  available  to  explain  why 

1 
the  magnet  schools  attract."   The  City-Wide  Educational  Coalition  (OVEC)  under 

contract  with  the  Massachusetts  Department  of  Education  Bureau  of  Equal  Educational 

Opportunity,  has  attempted  to  systematically  provide  the  evidence  to  answer  this 

question. 

The  original  research  design  was  to  survey  a  percentage  of  the  parents  of  eight 
magnet  schools  in  Boston  (six  elementary,  two  middle) ,  seven  elementary  magnet  schools 
in  Springfield  and  one  elementary-middle  magnet  school  in  Cambridge.  Some  disagreement 
with  Springfield  School  Department  officials  regarding  the  implementation  of  the 
research  design  resulted  in  the  prevention  of  OVEC  from  gathering  data  in  that  city.* 
Therefore  this  report  will  provide  findings  and  interpretation  on  Boston  and  Cambridge 
data. 

The  findings  are  based  solely  on  the  responses  to  278  personal  interviews  (209  - 
Boston,  69  -  Cambridge).  The  decision  to  use  personal  interviews  and  interview 
schedules  with  essentially  open-ended  questions  (see  Appendix  A)  stemmed  from  the 
intent  to  provide  as  much  information  as  possible  on  the  research  problem  (question) . 
All  interviewers  received  training  in  interviewing  theory  and  practice  prior  to 
beginning  interviews. 

In  addressing  the  research  problem  of  "Why  Parents  Choose  Magnet  Schools?"  the 
interview  instrument  was  designed  to  gather  information  in  four  areas  related  to  the 
problem.  These  areas  were: 


*The  Springfield  School  Department  did  use  what  was  essentially  the  OVEC  design  and 
instrument  to  do  a  study  of  its  own.  A  report  of  that  study  was  issued.  That  report 
as  well  as  a  critique  of  said  report  are  included  in  Appendix  C. 

Charles  B.  McMillan  "Magnet  Education  in  Boston"  in  Kappan,  November  1977  pp.  158-163 


The  Information  Process,  i.e.,  how  parents  receive  information  about  magnet  schools, 

the  quality  of  information  received,  whether  additional  information  is  sought,  and 

whether  such  information  is  shared  among  parents. 

The  Magnetic  Factors ,  i.e.,  what  factors  regarding  magnet  schools  account  for  their 

attraction. 

Patterns  of  Participation,  i.e.,  the  manner  and  degree  to  which  magnet  parents  are 

involved  with  other  parents ,  also  the  manner  and  degree  to  which  these  parents  are 

involved  in  the  respective  school  and  in  their  child's  education. 

The  Educational  Priorities  (of  parents),  i.e.,  what  parts  of  the  educational  program 

are  most  important  to  parents. 

In  Boston  an  average  of  10%  of  the  parents  were  interviewed  at  each  school. 
School  enrollments  were  corrected  for  duplications,  i.e.,  parents  with  more  than  one 
child  in  a  particular  school  were  only  counted  once.  Schools  were  chosen  for  their 
potential  to  prove  or  disprove  hypotheses  regarding  potentially  magnetic  factors. 
Interviewees  were  chosen  through  computerized  random  sampling.  A  sample  of  this 
size  includes  an  error  margin  for  response  percentages  of  -  71. 

Cambridge  constituted  a  somewhat  different  situation  (as  the  findings  indicate 
and  reflect) .  The  Cambridge  Alternative  Public  School  (CAPS)  was  the  only  Cambridge 
elementary  magnet  school  which  ran  through  the  eighth  grade.  There  are  other  magnet 
programs  and  there  is  a  magnet  (alternative)  high  school.  In  addition,  CAPS  was  a 
school  in  which  parents  were  integrally  involved  in  its  initial  development  and  parents 
continue  to  be  involved  in  all  phases  of  its  operation.  Since  the  Cambridge  sample  was 
to  be  drawn  from  one  school  it  was  decided  to  increase  the  percentage  of  interviews. 
Thus,  69  parents  were  interviewed  at  CAPS  which  was  53%  of  the  total  enrollment.  As 
in  Boston  interviewees  were  chosen  randomly  by  computer.  The  fact  that  a  larger 
portion  of  the  total  population  was  used  significantly  reduced  the  error  margin. 

This  study  was  an  attempt  to  determine  why  parents  choose  magnet  schools  and  as  a 
function  asked  questions  regarding  parents '  priorities  and  possible  program  improvements 


It  should  be  noted  however,  that  it  is  not  an  evaluation  of  programs.  The  reader 
should  remain  cognizant  of  this  fact.  The  findings  should  serve  as  a  basis  for 
improvement  for  the  respective  schools  and  school  districts  and  should  also  prove 
useful  to  school  officials  in  the  process  of  planning  magnet  school  systems. 

A  clarification  on  certain  terms  used  in  the  interview  schedule (s)  (Appendix  A) 
is  in  order.  The  terms  "magnet"  and  "alternative"  school  were  used  synonymously. 
Questions  regarding  (degree  of)  "activity"  and  "encouragement"  (towards  involvement) 
were  by  design  attempts  to  simultaneously  gather  information  and  ascertain  parents ' 
definitions  of  these  terms. 

The  format  for  the  report  is,  first,  a  division  by  city.  Second,  these  two 
sections  each  consist  of:  1)  a  question-by-question  response  analysis  with  commentary 
where  appropriate  and  2)  an  interpretation  of  the  data  as  it  relates  to  each  of  the 
four  areas  mentioned  above. 


TIE  FINDINGS 


BOSTON 


Question  1  -  How  long  have  you  been  residing  in  Boston? 

89.5-0  had  lived  in  Boston  for  more  than  five  years.  Thus  parents  had  ample  time 
to  examine  and  assess  programs. 

Question  2  -  How  long  has  your  child  been  in  magnet  schools? 

40%  of  the  sample  were  first  year  magnet  parents 
17%  were  second  year  parents 
24%  were  third  year  parents 

8  of  10  parents  had  only  been  in  magnets  three  years  or  less.  3  of  the  8  schools 
had  drawn  city-wide  enrollments  prior  to  the  1975  court  order.  6  of  the  8  had 
been  neighborhood  schools.  Thus,  3  years  in  a  "magnet"  school  may  not  be  truly 
representative.  This  fact  also  explains  the  popularity  of  location  as  a  choice 
factor  as  some  parents  tend  to  continue  to  view  these  schools  as  neighborhood 
schools . 

Question  3  -  Do  you  have  other  children  in  magnet  schools  or  district  schools?  If  so, 
list  individually.  Could  you  explain  why  some  of  your  children  are  in 
magnet  schools  and  some  are  in  district  schools? 

21%  had  no  other  children  in  magnet  or  district  schools  (this  does  not  include 

children  in  private  or  parochial  schools) .   (49%  had  considered  private  or 

parochial  schools.) 

79%  had  other  children  in  magnet  and/ or  district  schools. 

45%  of  these  parents  had  children  in  district  schools  (84  parents) . 

The  most  prevalent  reasons  that  parents  had  children  in  district  schools  (instead 
of  magnet  schools)  were  that  they  had  applied  to  a  magnet  school  but  could  not  get 
in  or  that  they  wanted  the  child  close  to  home. 

It  was  clear  that  a  number  of  these  parents  were  interested  in  magnets  as  12% 
stated  that  the  reason  why  some  of  their  children  were  in  district  schools  was 
that  they  had  applied  to  magnet  schools  but  could  not  get  in.  Another  10%, 
consistent  with  location  as  a  factor,  said  that  the  district  school  was  chosen 
because  it  was  closer  to  home. 

Question  4  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  parents  of  other  children  in  this  school? 
If  so,  through  what  mechanisms? 

52%  said  that  they  had  had  contact  with  parents  of  other  children  in  the  school. 

Means  of  contact: 

REPC  9% 

Home  §  School  Association  14% 

Other  formal  or  informal  mechanisms  29% 


Question  5  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  parents  of  children  in  other  schools?  If  so, 
through  what  mechanisms? 

61%  said  that  they  had  had  contact  with  parents  of  children  in  other  schools. 


Means  of  contact: 

REPC  5% 

Home  §  School  Association  9% 

Other  formal  or  informal  mechanisms  47 


Contact  in  a  city-wide  district  is  difficult  and  probably  limited  to  formal 
mechanisms  although  distance  is  certainly  a  factor  for  some  district  school 
parents  as  well.  The  primary  mode  of  transportation  is  the  auto,  nearly  2:1 
over  other  modes.  Clearly  the  Home  §  School  Association  was  a  more  frequently 
used  vehicle  than  REPC  possibly  because  of  open  membership  and  the  association 
of  court-ordered  mechanisms  with  desegregation.  The  9%  differential  (between 
contact  with  parents  of  children  in  the  school  and  contact  with  other  parents) 
indicates  that  parents  are  slightly  more  apt  to  have  contact  with  friends  and 
neighbors  who  are  more  easily  accessible. 

Question  6  -  How  did  you  receive  information  about  magnet  schools? 

54%  cited  the  School  Department  as  a  source  of  initial  information  regarding 

magnet  schools. 

Respective  schools  (21%)  and  Friends  and  Neighbors  (26%)  were  also  cited. 

More  than  half  cited  the  School  Department  as  one  of  their  initial  sources  of 
information.  For  73%  the  School  Department  was  the  sole  source  of  information. 
The  School  Department  provides  (without  any  prior  request)  what  could  be  termed 
"minimal"  information  about  magnet  schools.  This  includes  the  application/ 
information  booklet  and  other  supporting  information.  It  should  be  noted  that, 
in  some  cases,  the  CWEC  publication  "Magnet  Schools  in  Boston:  A  Guide  for 
Parents  and  Students"  was  included  in  these  packets.  Since  the  School  Department 
(or  district  office)  was  the  source  of  the  packet,  parents  assumed  that  this 
publication  was  then  a  School  Department  publication.  Thus,  in  some  cases  parents 
did  receive  more  than  minimal  information  on  schools  and  their  programs. 

Question  7  -  Did  you  seek  information  about  magnet  schools?  If  so,  how? 

60%  did  not  seek  further  information. 

Of  those  who  did,  24%  sought  it  from  school  personnel  and  19%  sought  it  from  other 

parents . 

At  three  of  the  eight  schools  there  was  evidence  of  significant  (more  than  50%) 
crossover  in  information  seeking,  i.e. ,  that  those  parents  who  initially  received 
information  from  the  School  Department  then  sought  it  from  friends  and  neighbors 
and  vice  versa. 

Question  8  -  Do  you  share  information  about  schools  with  other  parents? 

75%  said  they  shared  information. 

Although  6  of  10  parents  (question  7)  did  not  feel  the  need  to  attempt  to  increase 
the  quality  of  their  information  by  seeking  further  information,  given  the  lack  of 
specific  program  knowledge  (see  questions  9,  12,  15,  24  analyses)  it  is  apparent 
that  information  that  parents  had  was  vague  and  quite  general. 

Question  9  -  When  did  you  first  apply  for  a  magnet  school  and  why? 

Year: 

1973  -  14%     1974  -  15%     1975  -  26%     1976  -  16%     1977  -  26% 


Reason : 


'■% 


Lack  of  district  school  quality  -  20% 
Location  of  the  school  -  18* 
Program,  theme  -  151 
Choice  option  -  13' 


'% 


Lack  of  district  school  quality  was  one  of  the  prominent  reasons  for  parents 
initially  being  attracted  to  magnet  schools.  However,  responses  to  question  24 
indicate  a  lack  of  diligent  comparison  of  the  district  and  magnet  school  prior 
to  the  choice. 

Location  of  the  school  is  prominent  here  as  in  the  more  specific  question  12. 

A  significant  percentage  said  they  chose  simply  because  they  "had  a  choice". 

Question  10  -  Is  the  school  that  your  child  is  enrolled  in  your:  First  choice, 
Second  choice  or  Third  choice? 

84%  received  their  first  choice. 

96%  received  either  their  first  or  second  choice. 

Question  11  -  If  the  school  that  your  child  is  enrolled  in  is  not  your  first  choice, 
what  was  your  first  choice  and  why? 

The  only  significantly  mentioned  first  choice  (that  was  not  obtained)  was  the 
Trotter  School. 

Reasons  for  the  choice  of  the  Trotter  were  the  reputation  of  the  school  and  the 
location  of  the  school. 

Question  12  -  Why  did  you  decide  to  enroll  your  child  in  this  particular  magnet  school? 

43%  chose  because  of  the  location  of  the  school 

35%  chose  because  of  the  programs  and  theme 

19%  chose  because  of  the  reputation  of  the  school 

Given  responses  to  this  question  as  well  as  responses  to  questions  9,  15  and  24, 
it  is  clear  that  parents  had  a  very  general  sense  of  programs  at  the  respective 
school.  The  perception  was  often  that  magnet  schools  are  "schools  which  allow 
each  student  to  proceed  at  his/her  own  pace". 

Question  13  -  Have  you  visited  the  school?   Why  or  why  not?   If  so,  how  did  you  get 
there  and  how  often  did  you  visit? 

88%  of  the  parents  interviewed  had  visited  the  school  -  52%  four  or  more  times. 

Reasons : 

Activities  scheduled  by  the  school  -  48% 
Parent -Teacher  conferences  -  38%. 
Activities  scheduled  by  parents  -  15% 
To  assess  program  quality  -  14' 


% 


The  most  common  mode  of  transportation  was  the  car. 


The  most  prevalent  reasons  for  not  visiting  /ere  a  lack  of  time  and  a  lack  of 
transportation. 

Question  14  -  How  many  times  did  you  apply  for  a  magnet  school  before  you  were  accepted'/ 

83%  applied  only  once 
10%  applied  twice 

Question  15  -  Do  you  know  the  magnet  theme  of  your  child's  school? 

87%  did  not  know  the  magnet  theme.  There  is  a  strong  correlation  between  a  lack 
of  knowledge  about  the  magnet  theme  and  a  lack  of  specific  program  knowledge. 

The  Haley  Elementary  School  was  the  only  school  which  approached  an  even  split  of 
those  who  knew  the  theme  (43%)  and  those  who  did  not  know  the  theme. 

84%  of  those  who  chose  because  of  programs  and  magnet  theme  did  not  know  the 
magnet  theme.  Of  those  parents  who  had  visited,  85%  did  not  know  the  magnet  theme. 

Question  16  -  Did  you  notice  significant  changes  in  your  child's  behavior  and/ or 
attitude  following  entry  into  the  magnet  schools? 

47%  of  the  parents  interviewed  said  they  noticed  no  significant  changes  in  their 
child's  behavior  and/ or  attitude. 

Noted  changes: 

More  positive  attitude  toward  school  -  28% 


Increased  social  interaction  -  20 
Improved  academic  performance  -  14 


Parents '  determination  of  whether  a  school  is  "good"  or  not  may  depend  largely 
on  the  child's  attitude  toward  school  and  the  physical  layout/facilities  (large 
percentage  had  visited  respective  school) .  In  examining  responses  for  specific 
program  knowledge  it  was  clear  the  physical/structural  components  of  the  school 
were  more  readily  retained  by  parents.  In  the  school  which  most  "successfully" 
informed  parents  of  its  theme/programs,  the  principal  noted  that  this  fact  may 
have  been  because  his  theme  (science)  was  "easier  to  display"  than  some  others. 
(It  was  also  because  the  theme  has  been  successfully  integrated  into  other 
program  and  subject  areas.) 

Of  the  53%  of  the  sample  who  noticed  significant  changes  in  behavior  and/or 
attitude,  more  than  half  cited  the  child's  more  positive  attitude  toward  school 
as  one  of  the  changes. 

Question  17  -  Do  you  feel  that  the  magnet  school  program  can  be  improved?  If  so,  how 
would  you  improve  the  program?   Be  specific. 

52%  cited  no  improvements.  This  was  linked  to  a  lack  of  specific  program  know- 
ledge. 

Improvements  cited: 

Improvements  in  educational/academic  programs  -  33% 
Improvements  in  school -related  services  -  15% 
Improvements /changes  in  teaching  methods  -  12 ! 


'% 
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Improvements  in  school -related  services  were  mostly  suggestions  to  improve 
transportation . 

Among  the  12%  (6  of  the  8  schools)  who  cited  the  need  for  improvements  in 
teaching  methods,  a  significant  number  felt  that  teachers  should  exercise  more 
control  and  more  discipline  over  student  behavior.  A  number  of  parents  also 
felt  that  teachers  were  not  requiring  enough  in  the  academic  standards  that 
they  set. 

Question  18  -  Is  there  a  better  way  to  receive  information  about  magnet  schools? 
If  so,  how?   Be  specific. 

311  felt  that  the  information  dissemination  process  was  adequate. 

Improvements  cited: 

Better  scheduled  (more  prominent /prevalent)  advertising  -  19% 
Advertisement  through  the  media  -  161 
Advertisement  through  school  visits  -  15% 
Improve  the  information  booklet  -  14% 

12%  did  not  know  if  there  was  "a  better  way"  to  receive  information. 

Question  19  -  In  your  opinion,  is  the  school  racially  balanced?   Was  this  a  factor 
in  your  choice  of  schools? 

51%  felt  that  the  school  that  their  child  was  in  was  racially  balanced. 
25%  did  not  know  whether  or  not  the  school  was  racially  balanced. 

Racial  balance  was  a  factor  in  choosing  the  school  for  32%  of  the  parents, 
although  it  was  not  a  primary  factor  for  most  of  these  parents  (3%  of  the 
parents  cited  the  racial/ethnic  enrollment  of  the  school  as  a  primary  factor 
in  their  choice) . 

Question  20  -  Were  the  principal  and/or  the  teachers  a  factor  in  your  choice  of  the 
school?   If  so,  in  what  way? 

66%  stated  that  the  teachers  and/ or  the  principal  were  not  a  factor  in  their 
choice. 

For  those  who  felt  that  the  teachers  and/or  the  principal  were  a  factor  in  their 
choice,  again,  this  was  not  a  primary  factor  as  8%  cited  faculty  and  4%  cited  the 
principal  as  primary  factors  in  the  more  direct  question  12. 

Question  21  -  Are  you  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  influence  that  you  have  in  your 
child's  educational  program?   If  no,  what  other  type(s)  of  influence 
do  you  desire? 

72%  of  the  parents  interviewed  were  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  influence  that 
they  had  in  their  child's  educational  program. 

Desired  more  influence: 

Over  curriculum  -  14% 


Question  22  -  What  are  the  most  important  parts  of  your  child's  school  program? 

50%  of  the  parents  interviewed  said  that  Basic  Skills  was  the  most  important 
part  of  their  child's  school  program. 

Individual  courses  were  cited  as  "a  most  important  part"  31%  of  the  time.  The 
most  often  mentioned  individual  course  was  reading. 

Question  23  -  Do  you  feel  that  you  could  bring  about  changes  in  the  magnet  school 
program  if  you  so  desired?   Be  specific. 

56%  felt  they  could  bring  about  changes  in  the  magnet  school  program  (if  they 
so  desired) . 

Of  those  who  felt  changes  were  possible  69%  felt  that  a  group  effort  was  the 
most  effective  means  of  bringing  about  change. 

Question  24  -  How  is  the  magnet  school  program  different  from  the  program  offered  by 
the  community  district  school? 

36%  of  the  sample  felt  that  uniqueness  of  program,  i.e.  ,  programs  and  teaching 
styles  not  offered  elsewhere  were  the  main  difference  between  the  magnet  school 
and  the  district  school.   (Again,  such  responses  as  "more  individualized 
instruction"  were  the  perception  as  opposed  to  responses  indicating  comparisons 
of  specific  programs.) 

25%  mentioned  quality  of  programs  as  a  difference. 

Nearly  one-third  of  parents  surveyed  either  could  cite  no  difference  or  felt 
that  there  were  none. 

Question  25  -  Is  your  child  learning  the  basic  skills?  (Reading,  Writing,  Arithmetic) 
How  do  you  know? 

92%  of  the  parents  felt  that  their  children  were  learning  the  basic  skills.  Most 
parents  depended  heavily  on  their  own  observations  to  ascertain  this  fact.  They 
also  used  the  child's  performance  on  classwork  and  homework  as  indicators. 

Question  26  -  Of  these  four  choices:  1)  Very  satisfied  ;  2)  Satisfied;  3)  Dissatisfied; 
and  4)  Very  dissatisfied,  what  is  your  level  of  satisfaction  or  dis- 
satisfaction with  the  magnet  school  program  in  general? 

34%  were  very  satisfied.  55%  were  satisfied.  7%  were  dissatisfied.  2%  were 
very  dissatisfied. 

These  findings  begin  to  represent  a  parent  who  is  for  the  most  part  satisfied 
with  the  respective  school  program;  who  visits  the  school  but  not  in  a  very 
discriminating  manner;  and  who  has  contact  with  other  parents,  often  friends 
and  neighbors,  largely  through  informal  means. 

This  parent  is  primarily  concerned  that  his/her  child  learns  reading  and  the 
basic  skills  and  is  generally  satisfied  if  this  seems  to  be  the  case.  Most 
(almost  3  of  4)  provide  some  assistance  on  work  the  child  brings  home. 

Question  27  -  Have  you  been  active  in  your  child's  education?   Why  or  why  not? 
If  so,  how? 


81%  of  the  sample  stated  that  they  had  been  active  in  their  child's  education, 
72%  (of  the  811)  defined  "activity"  as  assistance  at  home.  Parent -teacher 
conferences  constituted  a  much  less  mentioned  (24%)  form  of  activity. 

Question  28  -  Have  school  personnel  encouraged  and  aided  your  involvement  in  the 
school? 

63%  of  the  parents  felt  that  school  personnel  had  encouraged  and  aided  their 
involvement  in  the  school. 

In  most  cases,  what  the  researcher  had  defined  as  "encouragement"  in  this 
question  differs  from  parents'  definition.  63%  of  the  parents  responded 
affirmatively  to  this  question.  However,  parents  felt  that  if  schools  sent 
out  notices  regarding  meetings,  open  houses,  etc.  that  this  constituted 
encouragement . 

Question  29  -  What  are  the  major  purposes  of  magnet  schools? 

One- third  of  the  parents  interviewed  had  no  conception  of  the  purposes  of 
magnet  schools. 

Purposes : 

To  provide  more  specialized  education  -  25% 
To  improve  the  quality  of  education  -  23% 
To  promote  integration  -  16% 
To  aid  voluntary  desegregation  -  12 ' 


'% 


Note:  A  distinction  was  drawn  between  integration  and  desegregation.  The 
distinction  was  that  integration  is  a  conscious  attempt  to  bring  about  increased 
racial,  cultural  and  ethnic  understanding/interaction  through  specific  programs, 
activities,  etc.  Desegregation  is  concerned  solely  with  numbers  or  enrollment 
figures  according  to  race.  However,  it  could  be  argued  that  these  two  phenomena 
are  intimately  related  and  thus  the  response  percentages  should  be  combined. 

Question  30  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  the  principal  of  the  school?   How  often  and 
under  what  circumstances? 

62%  had  had  contact  with  the  principal. 

Most  often  (40%)  as  a  result  of  unsolicited  visits/calls.  Transportation  (20%) 
was  also  mentioned  as  a  reason  for  contact. 

Question  31  -  Have  you  ever  considered  private  and/or  parochial  school  for  your  child? 
If  yes,  why  have  you  chosen  magnets  over  private  and/or  parochial  schools? 

49%  had  considered  private  and/or  parochial  schools.  Financial  constraints  were 
most  often  the  reason  why  children  were  not  sent  to  these  schools.  A  small  per-  ■ 
centage  (4%)  of  parents  said  that  if  they  had  not  received  their  first  choice  of 
a  magnet  school  they  would  have  sent  their  children  outside  of  the  public  school 
system. 

Question  32  -  If  transportation  were  not  provided,  would  you  still  send  your  child  to 
a  magnet  school? 

56%  of  the  parents  said  that  they  would  continue  to  send  their  children  to  a 
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magnet  school  even  if  transportation  were  not  provided.  There  were  some 
qualified  affirmative  responses  which  stated  that  they  would  send  their 
children  if  the  school  was  nearby.  This  was  a  particular  concern  of 
parents  of  younger  elementary  school  children. 

Question  33  -  If  you  know  parents  with  children  in  district  schools ,  what  could 
be  done  to  attract  those  parents  to  the  magnet  school  that  your 
child  is  enrolled  in? 

What  can  be  done  to  attract: 


% 


Parent-to-parent  advertisement  -  41s 

Better  School  Department  advertisement  -  181 

Advertisement  through  visits  to  the  school  -  17% 

Question  34  -  Please  make  any  general  comments  about  your  child's  magnet  school 
that  were  not  covered  in  the  interview. 

42%  had  no  comment. 

Comments  about: 

Educational  program  -  23% 
School  system  -  17% 
Faculty  -  16% 
School -related  services  -  14% 

Some  direct  quotes  from  this  section  are  as  follows : 

"If  he  had  gone  to  a  district  school  he  would  have  been  lost  in  the  shuffle. 
I  like  magnets  if  only  for  the  fact  that  all  my  kids  like  school." 

"The  boys  are  satisfied  and  I  am  satisfied." 

» 

"It  seems  to  be  about  the  only  thing  that's  working  in  this  mixed -up  Boston 
school  system.  It's  one  of  the  few  promises  that  were  kept  in  the  busing 
issue." 

"I  feel  he  could  not  have  done  as  well  scholastically  without  the  magnet 
schools.  He  has  been  accepted  at  a  prep  school  due  to  the  experience  of 
the  advanced  classes." 

'Transportation  is  a  real  problem." 

"I  would  like  to  see  more  magnet  schools,  particularly  at  the  middle  level." 

"I  think  the has  really  improved  since  it  has  become  a  magnet  school. 

They  have  reading  booths.  The  teachers  have  a  different  way  of  teaching." 

"The  is  a  small  school  which  I  like.  The  kids  are  well  supervised  in 

the  morning.  The  children's  work  is  displayed  all  over  the  building.  Everyone 
who  works  there  is  child-oriented." 

"I  would  like  to  see... a  closer  monitoring  between  teacher,  parent  and  child. 
I  would  also  like  to  see  regular  homework  assignments." 


"The  teachers  are  super  and  sincere  regardless  of  a  child's  color.  Their 
main  concern  is  the  education  of  a  child.  After  a  child  goes  there  he  is 
really  anxious  to  go  to  school.  My  child  didn't  want  to  go  to  school  but 
after  entering  the  he  loves  to  go  to  school  now." 

"...there's  no  reason  why  district  schools  cannot  be  run  that  way  -  all 
schools  should  have  good  facilities  and  programs  . . .  all  schools  run 
under  the  Boston  system  should  have  the  same  basic  structure." 

"The  School  has  an  insufficient  number  of  minority  teachers." 

"My  daughter  is  very  happy  there  and  seems  well  adjusted.  She  has  stated 
that  she  feels  she  has  learned  a  lot  since  coming  to  the  school." 

"I  can  really  say  I  am  only  dissatisfied  a  little  because  of  the  lack  of 
homework.  Children  should  be  trained  at  an  early  age  in  learning  'how 
to  study' ." 

"I  like  it  because  of  its  modernization  and  up-dated  teaching  system." 

"My  daughter  seems  happier  at  the  magnet  school.  Up  to  now  I  am  satisfied 
with  her  progress  there.  The  school  is  bright,  not  dingy  like  most  district 
schools,  it  is  a  very  pretty  school." 

"I  think  the should  be  racially  balanced  -  more  black  staff,  which  is 

a  major  issue.  Also  the  student/teacher  ratio  is  too  high." 

"The  teachers  are  very  accessible.  I  think  they  are  work-a-holics.  The 
teachers  and  parents  work  very  well  together  at  the  school." 

"I  think  it  is  a  beautiful  school  -  not  only  the  building  but  also  the 
staff.  The  teachers  are  warm  and  concerned.  The  principal  listens  to 
parents'  wants  or  suggestions.  They  are  really  fair.  They  treat  everyone 
equal.  The  principal  knows  something  about  each  child  in  the  school.  I 
think  this  is  fantastic  for  there  are  a  lot  of  kids  in  this  school." 

'Transportation  is  a  major  issue,  could  make  or  break  them  [magnets).  I 
would  like  to  see  more  magnet  schools  especially  in  our  district  (district 
7)." 

"Covered  everything  except  they  need  more  discipline  -  that's  terrible  but 
it's  true.  The  teachers  need  to  exercise  authority." 
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Magnetic  Factors 

A  lack  of  district  school  quality  and  the  location  of  the  school  both  seem  to 
have  been  an  ijiipetus  for  the  initial  move  to  magnet  schools.  It  should  be  noted 
however,  that  whereas  questions  9  and  12  were  designed  as  general  (question  9)  and 
specific  (question  12)  questions  parents  in  most  cases  responded  to  both  questions 
in  a  similar  manner.  This  was  because  the  school  that  their  child  was  presently 
enrolled  in  was  often  the  only  magnet  school  that  they  had  had  experience  with. 
This  is  substantiated  by  the  fact  that  81%  of  the  sample  had  had  their  children  in 
magnet  schools  3  years  or  less. 

Location  is  clearly  a  prominent  factor  in  parents '  choice  of  schools  as  it  is 
mentioned  in  responses  to  questions  9,  10  and  12. 

The  theme  of  the  school  is  hardly  an  attracting  factor  (with  one  exception) 
as  87%  of  the  parents  did  not  know  the  magnet  theme. 

Parents'  perceptions  of  the  schools  as  "good  schools",  "schools  which  allow 
students  to  go  at  their  own  pace"  and  "schools  with  'better'  programs"  do  serve  as 
an  attracting  factor.  The  subsequent  research  question  which  must  be  answered  is 
whether  the  schools  are,  in  fact,  "better".  This  question  is  beyond  the  scope  of 
this  study.  It  is  possible  however,  to  note  conflicting  indications  regarding 
this  question. 

If  we  utilize  criteria  such  as  parents '  level  of  satisfaction  with  the  school 
program,  the  level  of  satisfaction  with  the  degree  of  influence  over  the  child's 
educational  program,  the  evidence  of  the  child's  more  positive  attitude  toward  school 
and  assessments  as  to  whether  the  child  is  learning  the  basic  skills;  the  indications 
are  that  the  schools  are  "better".  Conflicting  evidence  takes  the  form  of  parents' 
generally  low  level  of  information  regarding  schools  and  their  lack  of  knowledge 
regarding  specific  programs.  This  evidence  would  suggest  that  they  are  not  in  any 
real  position  to  judge  whether  or  not  the  schools  are  "better". 
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The  faculty  and/or  the  principal  were  factors  in  the  choice  of  schools  for  34% 
of  the  parents.  Racial  balance  was  a  choice  factor  for  32%  of  the  parents.  Neither 
of  these  could  be  considered  primary  factors  however,  as  significantly  smaller  per- 
centages of  parents  chose  these  factors  when  asked  the  open-ended  question,  "Why  did 
you  choose  this  particular  school?". 
Information  Process 

A  significant  percentage  of  parents  depend  (although  not  exclusively)  on  the 
School  Department  as  a  source  of  information  regarding  magnet  schools.  This  fact 
takes  on  added  significance  when  it  is  noted  that  60%  of  parents  interviewed  sought 
no  further  information.  Thus,  an  improvement  in  School  Department  information 
(application  booklet,  etc.)  could  have  a  noticeable  effect  on  the  information  level 
of  parents. 

In  citing  necessary  improvements  in  the  information  process  parents  made  a  clear 
statement  that  information  must  be  displayed/disseminated  in  a  more  prominent  manner. 
The  media  and  other  "advertising"  means  were  mentioned.  This  seems  to  suggest  that 
magnet  schools  must  be  "sold".  Only  one  of  the  eight  schools  that  we  studied  had 
developed  a  systematic  approach  to  such -an  endeavor.  The  inference  parents  made, 
however,  was  that  the  onus  was  on  the  School  Department  and  that  the  advertisement 
effort  should  be  one  which  was  centrally  coordinated. 

School  visits  with  transportation  provided  (45%  of  the  parents  who  visited  schools 
either  walked  or  used  public  transportation)  also  seem  to  be  a  feasible  improvement  in 
the  information  process.  It  is  important  that  concerted  efforts  be  made  to  convey 
specific,  comparative  knowledge  of  programs  to  parents. 

41%  of  the  parents  felt  that  an  effective  means  to  attract  other  parents  to  magnet 
schools  was  to  have  present  magnet  parents  visit  and  talk  with  non -magnet  parents.  This 
is  certainly  an  interesting  suggestion  since  its  implementation  would  be  quite  inexpens: 
Educational  Priorities 

Parents  felt  that  a  priority  in  terms  of  upgrading  magnet  school  programs  was 
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the  improvement  of  educational/academic  programs.  This  was  consistent  with  the 
fact  that  half  of  the  parents  cited  basic  skills  as  a  most  important  part  of  their 
child's  school  program.   In  addition  to  being  mentioned  in  conjunction  with  basic 
skills,  reading  was  also  frequently  mentioned  as  an  individual  "most  important 
part".  Interestingly,  92%  of  the  parents  interviewed  felt  that  their  child  was 
learning  the  basic  skills. 

An  enthralling  question  presents  itself.  Parents '  initial  priority  is  basic 
skills  and  a  significant  number  of  parents  feel  that  this  priority  is  being  met. 
Will  parents  then  move  to  academic  priorities  which  imply  more  specialization  and 
are  more  aesthetically-oriented? 
Patterns  of  Participation 

A  large  percentage  of  parents  consider  themselves  to  be  active  in  their  child's 
education.  This  "participation"  tends  to  mean  that  parents  provide  assistance  with 
homework  and/or  classwork  that  the  child  brings  home. 

An  extremely  large  number  of  parents  had  visited  the  school,  most  often  for 
activities  that  the  school  had  initiated.  Parent -teacher  conferences  also  seemed  to 
constitute  an  important  reason  for  visitation. 

It  should  be  noted  that  slightly  more  than  half  of  the  parents  who  had  visited 
the  school  had  visited  more  than  four  times.  Linking  this  fact  with  a  demonstrated 
lack  of  specific  program  knowledge  on  the  part  of  parents  suggests  one  or  two 
indications:  That  Parents'  intent  during  school  visits  was  not  to  obtain  program 
information  and/ or  that  this  information  was  not  readily  available.  Availability  is 
a  function  of  the  fact  that  the  information  is  obtainable  but  also  that  the  format 
and  content  of  such  information  is  understandable. 


THE  FINDINGS 

13 
CAMBRIDGE 


Question  1  -  How  long  have  you  been  residing  in  Cambridge? 

39%  of  the  people  interviewed  have  lived  in  Cambridge  between  6  §  10  years, 
with  the  next  largest  percentage  (25%)  having  resided  between  1  §  5  years. 
20%  had  resided  for  11  -  15  years. 

Question  2  -  How  long  has  your  child  been  in  the  Cambridge  Alternative  Public  School? 

25%  of  the  sample  have  had  their  child  at  CAPS  for  4  years.  For  17%  it  is  the 
1st  year,  for  16%  it  is  their  2nd  year,  with  15%  each  in  their  5th  and  6th  year. 

There  was  a  fairly  even  distribution  which  peaked  at  four  years.  54%  of  the 
sample  have  had  their  children  in  the  school  since  the  beginning  of  the  child's 
educational  career,  i.e.,  these  children  had  not  been  at  any  other  school  besides 
CAPS. 

Question  3  -  Do  you  have  other  children  in  neighborhood  schools?   If  so,  list 
individually.   Could  you  explain  why  some  of  your  children  are  in 
CAPS  and  some  are  in  neighborhood  schools? 

54%  of  the  sample  had  no  other  children.  23%  had  1  other  child  and  13%  had  2 
other  children.  14%  of  the  sample  had  one  other  child  at  CAPS  and  12%  had  two 
other  children  at  CAPS.  30%  had  children  in  other  schools  (parochial,  private 
and  public) . 

Reasons : 

19%  stated  that  CAPS  was  not  in  existence  at  the  time  an  older  child  enrolled 

in  school 

10%  felt  that  the  neighborhood  school  program  (more  traditional/structure) 

was  better  for  their  child's  needs 

9%  had  children  in  high  schools 

Question  4  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  parents  of  other  children  in  this  school? 
If  so,  through  what  mechanisms? 

39%  had  contact  through  other  formal  or  informal  mechanisms  (e.g.  friends /neighbors) , 
36%  through  other  CAPS  groups  and  13%  through  CAPS  Parent  Council.  9%  had  no 
contact  at  this  school. 

91%  had  had  contact  with  other  parents  in  the  school.  This  contributes  to  the  high 
level  of  information  sharing  (see  question  8) . 

Question  5  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  parents  of  children  in  other  schools?   If  so, 
through  what  mechanisms? 

80%  had  contact  with  parents  in  other  schools ,  mostly  through  friends  and 
neighbors . 

This  is  interesting  since  most  parents  (54%)  do  not  have  children  in  other  schools. 
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Question  6  -  How  did  you  receive  information  about  CAPS? 

551  received  information  about  CAPS  through  friends /neighbors ,  25%  through  day 
care  centers,  23%  through  CAPS  founders  (some  people  when  mentioning  friends/ 
neighbors  stated  that  some  of  these  friends  were  the  founders  of  CAPS) . 

It  should  be  noted  that  the  School  Department  played  an  extremely  minor  role 
in  providing  initial  information  about  CAPS. 

The  "less  formal"  information  channels  are  quite  significantly  used.  In  terms 
of  parental  contact  regarding  schools  and  in  terms  of  the  transmission  of 
information  about  schools  and  programs  the  "friends  and  neighbors"  network  plays 
an  important  and  effective  role. 

Question  7  -  Did  you  seek  information  about  CAPS?  If  so,  how? 

15%  did  not  seek  additional  information.  When  seeking  information,  49%  sought 
information  from  CAPS,  45%  got  information  through  the  media,  30%  through 
conversations  with  other  parents  and  15%  through  CAPS  founders. 

Question  8  -  Do  you  share  information  about  schools  with  other  parents? 

86%  of  the  sample  share  information  about  schools  with  other  parents. 

The  fact  that  8  of  10  parents  knew  the  program  (magnet)  theme  of  the  school 
(see  question  15)  and  9  of  10  could  cite  specific  differences  between  CAPS  and 
the  respective  neighborhood  school  (see  question  24)  suggests  that  the  quality 
of  this  shared  information  was  significant  (as  well  as  the  high  level  of  sharing) 

Question  9  -  When  did  you  first  apply  for  a  magnet  or  alternative  school  and  why? 

Year: 

1972  -  26%  1973  -  20%  1974  -  17%  1975  -  12%  1976  -  10%  1977  --15% 

Reasons : 

57%  chose  because  of  programs 

23%  chose  because  of  a  lack  of  neighborhood  school  quality 

7%  chose  for  the  racial/ethnic,  socio/economic  enrollment  of  the  school 

4%  chose  for  the  reputation  of  the  school 

Although  this  question  was  developed  as  a  general  question  most  respondents  had 
only  had  experience  with  CAPS,  i.e.,  CAPS  was  the  first  (and  only)  alternative 
school  to  which  they  had  applied.  It  is  clear  then,  that  the  high  percentage 
who  applied  because  of  programs  were  "pulled"  or  attracted  rather  than  being 
"pushed"  by  a  lack  of  neighborhood  school  quality  (although  there  is  certainly 
evidence  of  this  phenomenon  as  well) .  This  is  further  evidenced  by  the  67% 
who  stated  that  they  chose  because  of  programs  when  asked  why  they  chose  CAPS 
specifically  (question  12) . 

Question  10  -  Is  the  school  that  your  child  is  enrolled  in  your:  First  choice; 
Second  choice? 

For  94%  it  was  their  first  choice. 
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Question  11  -  If  the  school  that  your  child  is  enrolled  in  is  not  your  first  choice, 
what  was  your  first  choice  and  why? 

3%  had  chosen  another  school  because  it  was  closest  to  home  and  the  child  had 

friends  going  there 

1%  had  chosen  a  private  school  (no  reason  given) 

1%  chose  the  Longfellow  because  it  was  a  bilingual  school 

Question  12  -  Why  did  you  decide  to  enroll  your  child  in  this  particular  school? 

67%  stated  that  they  chose  CAPS  for  the  programs ;  22%  for  the  racial/ethnic 
enrollment  of  the  school;  17%  for  the  type/quality  of  parental  involvement; 
and  17%  for  the  reputation  of  the  school 

Question  13  -  Have  you  visited  the  school?   Why  or  why  not?   If  so,  how  did  you 
get  there  and  how  often  did  you  visit? 

30%  had  visited  the  school  more  than  5  times;  7%  had  visited  3  times;  and  7% 
had  visited  5  times 

Reasons : 

42%  school  volunteers 
38%  parent /teacher  conferences 
28%  scheduled  meetings  by  parents 
23%  to  assess  program  quality 

How  got  there: 

48%  walked 
42%  personal  auto 
7%  public  transportation 

Almost  half  of  the  parents  (48%)  were  within  walking  distance  of  the  school. 
This  fact  adds  to  the  "neighborhood  school"  perception  of  the  school.  While 
it  is  clear  that  for  two -thirds  of  the  parents  programs  were  a  primary  factor 
in  their  choice,  this  "neighborhood  school"  perception  may  influence  the  high 
quality  of  parental  involvement  which  characterizes  the  school. 

Question  14  -  How  many  times  did  you  apply  for  CAPS  before  you  were  accepted? 

90%  only  applied  once. 

Question  15  -  Do  you  know  the  program  theme  of  your  child's  school? 

48%  stated  that  Academic /Social  Development  was  the  program  theme,  28%  said 
Open  Education,  20%  said  they  did  not  know  and  4%  said  Mil ti -grading. 

Thus,  a  total  of  76%  of  the  parents  were  aware  of  one  of  the  major  themes  of  the 
school.  It  is  clear  then,  that  a  significant  percentage  of  CAPS  parents  chose 
with  specific  thematic  and  programmatic  knowledge  as  factors  in  the  decision. 

Question  16  -  Did  you  notice  significant  changes  in  your  child's  behavior  and/or 
attitude  following  entry  into  CAPS? 

61%  noticed  significant  changes. 
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Noted  changes 


Increase  in  social  interaction  -38% 
More  positive  attitude  toward  school  -  19 
Improved  academic  performance  -  7% 
Decreased  social  interaction  -  6% 


The  fact  that  38%  of  the  parents  noted  increased  social  interaction  as  a 
significant  change  may  suggest  that  the  school  does  what  it  purports  to  do, 
i.e.,  facilitate  the  social  development  of  its  students. 

Note:  In  questions  where  parents  were  allowed  to  give  more  than  one  response 
the  percentages  may  total  more  than  the  stated  overall  percentage  and/or  more 
than  100%. 


Question  17  -  Do  you  feel  that  the  CAPS  program  can  be  improved?  If  so,  how  would 
you  improve  the  program.   Be  specific. 

Improvements  cited: 


Improvements  in  educational/academic  programs  -  79% 

Improvements  in  physical  plant  -  33% 

Improvements  in  school -related  services  -  30% 

Improvements  in  teaching  methods  -  24% 

90%  of  the  sample  cited  some  type  of  improvement  for  the  school.  This  fact 
is  indicative  of  the  informed  status  of  parents  who  are  able  to  be  pointedly 
critical  about  CAPS  programs.  It  is  evident  that  parents  are  less  satisfied 
with  the  upper  grades  at  CAPS  (6,  7,  8)  as  the  majority  of  improvements  were 
directed  toward  this  portion  of  the  CAPS  program. 

Question  18  -  Is  there  a  better  way  to  receive  information  about  schools?  If  so,  how? 
Be  specific. 

23%  stated  that  there  is  no  better  way  to  receive  information.  Of  those  that 
felt  there  was  -  20%  would  like  to  see  an  advertisement  information  center; 
17%  suggested  that  the  CAPS  information  booklet  be  improved;  15%  responded 
that  parent-to-parent  (word  of  mouth)  advertisement  would  be  effective;  and 
15%  thought  that  school  visitations  would  be  beneficial. 
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Question  19  -  In  your  opinion,  is  the  school  racially  balanced?  Was  this  a  factor  in 
your  choice  of  schools? 

73%  felt  that  the  school  was  racially  balanced.  15%  said  it  was  not  and  12%  did 
not  know. 

Factor  -  78%  said  yes  it  was  a  factor. 

This  seemed  to  be  a  more  secondary  factor  as  only  22%  cited  the  racial  balance 
(or  racial/ethnic  enrollment)  as  a  primary  factor  in  question  12. 

Question  20  -  Were  the  principal  and/or  the  teachers  a  factor  in  your  choice  of  the 
school?  If  so,  in  what  way? 

45%  responded  that  they  had  talked  with  the  teachers  and  that  they  were  a  factor. 
Again,  teachers  were  not  a  primary  factor  as  only  8.7%  of  the  parents  cited 
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f acuity  in  question  12.  13%  cited  competent  administrator/well-run  school. 
39%  stated  that  the  teachers/principal  were  not  a  factor  in  their  choice  of 
the  school. 

Question  21  -  Are  you  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  influence  that  you  have  in  your 
child's  educational  program?  If  no,  what  other  type(s)  of  influence 
do  you  desire? 

87%  are  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  influence  that  they  have  in  their  child's 
educational  program.  Of  those  who  wanted  more  influence:  6%  would  like  more 
influence  over  curriculum;  6%  would  like  more  influence  over  teaching  method/ 
classroom  structure;  and  4%  wanted  more  contact  with  teachers. 

It  should  be  reiterated  that  CAPS  is  a  school  in  which  parents  are  integrally 
involved  in  the  operation  and  administration  of  the  school.  Yet,  there  appear 
to  be  areas  where  parents  have  had  less  influence.  These  areas,  where  a  per- 
centage (although  small)  of  parents  requested  more  influence,  correspond  quite 
closely  with  generalizations  derived  from  question  17  responses  regarding 
program  areas  in  need  of  improvement. 

Question  22  -  What  are  the  most  important  parts  of  your  .childls  school  program? 

73%  felt  that  social  adjustment  was  the  most  important  of  their  child's  school 
program  -  51%  cited  basic  skills  -  20%  cited  separate  courses,  i.e.,  math, 
reading,  social  studies,  art,  music,  etc. 

Question  23  -  Do  you  feel  that  you  could  bring  about  changes  in  the  CAPS  program  if 
you  so  desired?   Be  specific. 

71%  felt  that  they  could  bring  about  changes  in  the  C^S  program  if  they  so 
desired  by  contacting  parents,  (arranging  meetings,  through  existing  mechanisms) 
16%  would  contact  the  administrator  and  13%  said  they  did  not  know. 

Question  24  -  How  is  the  CAPS  program  different  from  the  program  offered  by  the 
neighborhood  school? 

77%  said  the  difference  between  CAPS  and  the  neighborhood  schools  is  the 
uniqueness  of  the  program,  i.e.,  programs  and/or  teaching  styles  which  are  not 
offered  elsewhere.  33%  cited  the  type/quality  of  parent  involvement,  17%  cited 
the  quality  of  the  faculty  and  13%  the  racial/ethnic  enrollment  of  the  school. 

The  fact  that  one- third  of  the  parents  cited  parental  involvement  as  a  difference 
between  CAPS  and  neighborhood  schools  suggests  that  this  aspect  of  CAPS  is  notice- 
able and  attractive.  As  noted  in  question  12  parental  involvement  was  a  primary 
factor  for  about  half  of  this  third  of  parents. 

Question  25  -  Is  your  child  learning  the  basic  skills?  (Reading,  Writing,  Arithmetic) 
How  do  you  know? 

88%  felt  that  their  child  was  learning  the  basic  skills.  9%  said  no  and  3%  did 
not  know. 

How  know: 

83%  through  their  own  assessment 
36%  through  conferences  with  teachers 
23%  through  homework 
20%  through  classwork 
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A  high  percentage  of  parents  make  such  a  determination  through  the  use  of 
observations  and  assessments  of  their  own  (rather  than,  and  occassionally 
in  conjunction  with,  more  traditional  evaluative  criteria  such  as  homework, 
classwork,  etc.).  It  was  clear  that  basic  skills  (or  the  lack  of)  becomes 
more  of  a  concern  as  the  child  progresses  (by  grade  level) . 

Question  26  -  Of  these  four  choices:  1)  Very  satisfied;  2)  Satisfied;  3)  Dissatisfied; 
and  4)  Very  dissatisfied,  what  is  your  level  of  satisfaction  or  dis- 
satisfaction with  the  CAPS  program  in  general? 

41%  Very  satisfied   52%  Satisfied   6%  Dissatisfied   1%  Very  dissatisfied 

Question  27  -  Have  you  been  active  in  your  child's  education?   Why  or  why  not? 
If  so,  how? 

90%  are  active  in  their  child's  education.   WHY  90%  interested  in  their  child's 
education 

Of  those  not  active  -  no  available  time 

HOW  48%  assistance  at  home;  45%  through  parent  involvement  mechanisms;  32% 
as  school  volunteers;  and  19%  through  parent/teacher  conferences. 

"Activity"  as  defined  by  CAPS  parents  is  a  fairly  balanced  definition,  i.e., 
administrative  involvement  mechanisms  (Policy  Board,  Admissions  Committee, 
Hiring  Committee) ,  voluntarism  and  home  assistance  are  all  represented  in 
significant  percentages. 

Question  28  -  Have  school  personnel  encouraged  and  aided  your  involvement  in  the  school? 

School  personnel  have  aided  or  encouraged  96%  of  the  parents  in  their  involvement 
in  the  school. 

« 

Question  29  -  What  are  the  major  purposes  of  magnet  or  alternative  schools? 
Purposes : 

To  socially  and  economically  balance  education  -  35% 
To  provide  more  specialized  education  -  32% 
To  improve  the  quality  of  education  -  16% 

52%  gave  various  answers  such  as: 

"An  alternative  to  traditional  public  school  structure" 

'To  experiment  with  different  things  in  education" 

'To  make  the  child  a  better,  happier  person" 

'To  integrate  the  school  environment  with  the  home  environment" 

'To  give  people  a  choice" 

'To  prepare  the  child  for  life" 

'To  be  an  example  for  other  schools  so  that  they  can  change" 

Question  30  -  Have  you  had  contact  with  the  principal  of  the  school?  How  often  and 
under  what  circumstances? 

54%  have  had  contact  with  the  principal  through  parent  involvement  mechanisms 
52%  through  unsolicited  visits  to  school  and  social  gatherings 
(30%  nine  or  more  times  -  15%  at  least  6  times  -  12%  3  times) 
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Question  31  -  Have  you  ever  considered  private  and/or  parochial  school  for  your  child? 
If  yes,  why  have  you  chosen  CAPS  over  private  and/or  parochial  schools? 

621  have  considered  private  or  parochial  schools.  Of  those,  35%  cited 
financial  constraints  and  20% ,  the  lack  of  racial/ethnic  enrollment  at 
the  private/parochial  school  as  reasons  for  not  enrolling. 

Question  32  -  If  transportation  were  not  provided,  would  you  still  send  your  child 
to  CAPS? 

901  would  still  send  their  child  to  CAPS  if  transportation  were  not  provided. 

It  should  be  noted  that  almost  half  of  the  parents  said  they  had  walked  to  the 
school  on  occasion.  Thus,  such  a  high  percentage  of  affirmative  responses  to 
this  question  does  not  have  the  significance  that  it  would  if  distance  were 
more  of  a  factor. 

Question  33  -  If  you  know  parents  with  children  in  neighborhood  schools ,  what  could 
be  done  to  attract  those  parents  to  the  school  that  your  child  is 
enrolled  in? 

What  could  be  done  to  attract: 

331  suggested  parent-to-parent  advertising 

22%  cited  better  school  department  scheduling  of  advertisement 

20%  cited  advertisement  through  school  visitation 

19%  said  nothing  could  be  done,  mentioning  that  some  parents  wanted  a 

more  traditional  structure  for  their  child  (which  CAPS  could  not  offer) 

Question  34  -  Please  make  any  general  comments  about  your  child's  school  that  were  not 
covered  in  the  interview. 

36%  commented  on  the  educational  program 

32%  commented  on  the  faculty/staff 

20%  commented  on  the  school  system 

10%  commented  on  the  parent  participation  process 

33%  had  no  comment 

Some  quotes  from  this  section  are  as  follows: 

'Would  like  to  see  some  follow-up  on  disenchanted  parents  who  leave  CAPS" 

"I  don't  feel  like  I  belong  to  a  school  but  rather  to  a  classroom" 

"Would  like  to  see  more  black  kids  or  more  white  students  who  could  not 

afford  private  education" 

"Include  the  politics  of  our  time  in  U.  S.  history,  more  emphasis  on  the 

realities  of  the  neighborhood  in  which  you  live" 

"At  CAPS  parents  have  the  option  to  participate  in  the  hiring  and  evaluation 

of  teachers.  I  think  this  is  crucial  because  it  is  the  quality  of  the  teachers 

that  makes  the  school" 

"It  is  too  bad  that  it  (CAPS)  operates  in  a  crisis  atmosphere" 

"Minority  people  do  not  attend  meetings" 

"More  attention  to  skills  -  not  sure  teachers  are  setting  goals  high  enough" 


MAGNET  SCHOOL  FEATURES  RESEARCH  PROJECT 
The  Conclusions 

CAMBRIDGE 
Magnetic  Factors 

Clearly  the   CAPS  programs  are  attractive  as  671;  of  the  parents  cited  programs 
as  an  influential  choice  factor.  The  social  development  aspect  in  particular,  has 
a  magnetic  quality.  48%  of  the  parents  saw  this  as  a  program  theme,  38%  noted  an 
increase  in  the  social  interaction  of  their  child  and  731  felt  that  this  was  "a 
most  important  part"  of  their  child's  school  program. 

There  are  several  aspects  of  CAPS  which  must  be  noted  in  examining  the  magnetism 
of  the  school.  A  significant  number  of  parents  chose  CAPS  as  their  children  became 
of  school -age.  These  children  (and  their  parents)  have  been  with  CAPS  throughout 
their  educational  careers.  There  is  frequent  contact  among  parents.  There  is  a  high 
level  of  information  and  information  sharing.  These  facts  combine  to  develop  a  form 
of  organizational  integration,  i.e.,  that  the  goals  of  the  school  become  the  goals  of 
the  parents  or  in  more  simple  terms,  the  school  generates  a  strong  "sense  of  belonging". 
The  Information  Process 

At  the  Cambridge  Alternative  Public  School  (CAPS),  the  informal  network,  i.e.,  a 
network  without  predetermined  structure  or  process,  of  parents  and  community  service 
agencies  are  both  extremely  effective  at  information  dissemination.  For  example,  25% 
of  the  parents  cited  day- care  centers  as  one  of  their  initial  sources  of  information. 

Parents  confidence  in  the  informal  information  network  is  demonstrated  by  the 
frequent  mention  of  parent-to-parent  advertisement  as  a  means  of  conveying  information. 
This  means  of  communication  was  mentioned  both  as  a  way  to  improve  the  present  informa- 
tion process  and  as  a  means  to  attract  other  parents  to  CAPS. 

The  degree  of  contact  among  parents  was  significant  as  90%  of  CAPS  parents  had  had 
contact  with  other  CAPS  parents  and  80%  of  CAPS  parents  had  had  contact  with  parents 
outside  of  CAPS.  This  contact  provides  the  means  for  substantial  information  exchange. 
86%  of  the  parents  said  they  shared  information  with  other  parents.  85%  saw  the  need 
to  seek  further  information  once  initial  information  regarding  CAPS  was  received. 

The  quality  of  information  among  CAPS  parents  is  high  as  evidenced  by  parents ' 
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knowledge  of  programs,  parents'  ability  to  be  pointedly  critical  and  the  knowledge  of 
specific  differences  between  CAPS  and  the  respective  neighborhood  school. 
Educational  Priorities 

Social  adjustment  (development)  was  clearly  the  overwhelming  priority  of  CAPS 
parents,  one  on  which  nearly  3  of  4  parents  agreed.  Basic  skills  was  also  mentioned 
quite  frequently  as  more  than  half  of  the  parents  felt  that  this  was  "a  most  important 
part"  of  the  educational  program. 

Based  on  parents '  perceptions ,  there  is  also  evidence  of  priority  areas  which  are 
not  being  addressed.  These  are:  curriculum,  teacher  quality,  minority  hiring  and 
classroom  discipline. 

As  was  previously  noted,  some  parents  (6%)  desired  more  influence  over  curriculum. 
A  larger  number  of  parents  suggested  that  there  was  a  serious  lack  of  curriculum  con- 
tinuity between  grades  and  that  this  concern  required  prompt  remediation.  This  larger 
number  of  parents  seemed  to  feel  that  the  responsibility  for  remediation  was  on  the 
CAPS  faculty  and  administration. 

Teacher  quality  concerns  and  concerns  regarding  classroom  discipline  are  related, 
i.e.",  that  parents  questioned  teacher  quality  largely  on  the  basis  of  a  lack  of  class- 
room control.  A  number  of  parents  are  dissatisfied  with  the  academic  standards  set  by 
teachers  as  well  as  the  level  of  classroom  discipline  demonstrated  by  students.  This 
dissatisfaction  seems  to  become  more  pronounced  among  upper-grade  parents.  These 
concerns  could  be  questions  of  competence  or  questions  of  motivation  or  both. 

The  need  for  more  minority  teachers  was  a  priority  expressed  by  a  number  of 
parents.  Also  noted  was  the  difficulty  in  recruiting  such  individuals. 

While  some  of  these  priorities  are  not  "purely"  academic,  each  has  a  bearing  on 
the  academic  process. 
Patterns  of  Participation 

CAPS  parents  participate  in  a  variety  of  ways.  These  include  formal  CAPS  boards 
and  committees,  school  volunteer  positions,  parent -teacher  conferences  and  assistance 
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at  home.  Each  of  these  modes  are  significantly  represented  in  terms  of  percentages 
of  parents  who  participate  in  this  manner. 

1001  of  the  parents  interviewed  had  visited  the  school.  This  affords  parents 
time  to  obtain  and  exchange  information,  to  attend  meetings  and  to  become  aware  of 
other  types  of  involvement.  Surprisingly,  members  of  several  formal  parent  involve- 
ment mechanisms  (Policy  Board,  Hiring  Committee,  Parent  Council)  maintain  that  there 
remains  a  core  group  of  parents  who  are  forced  to  handle  more  than  their  share  of 
responsibility.  The  fact  that  a  large  percentage  of  the  CAPS  parent  population  is 
a  working  population  does  not  explain  this  contention  since  these  parents  are 
working  as  well. 
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I.  Introduction  24 

Since  the  inception  of  the  magnet  school  program  in  Springfield,  educators 
have  been  interested  in  determining  why  parents  are  attracted  to  magnet  schools, 

A  questionnaire  was  distributed  to  parents  in  October  to  attempt  to  answer  this 
question.  According  to  the  results  of  this  study,  responded  to  by  over  two-thirds 
of  the  magnet  school  parents,  parents  were  attracted  by  enrichment  and  supplementary 
programs,  individualized  attention,  extra  personnel  and  materials,  and  a  strong 
basic  skills  program. 

Another  study  of  magnet  parents  was  scheduled  for  midyear,  this  involving 
interviews  of  magnet  school  parents,  to  perhaps  gain  further  insight  into  the 
attractiveness  of  magnet  schools  and  to  also  .determine  the  effectiveness  of 
the  magnet  schools,  according  to  parents  and  to  learn  .same  general  characteristics 
of  magnet  school  parents."  In  November,  a  letter  was  sent  home -to  all  parents  of 
magnet  school  youngsters  explaining  the  purposes  of  the  study  and  asking  parents 
not  interested  in  being  interviewed  and  those  interested  in  serving  as  interviewers 
to  contact  the  School  Department.  Twenty-two  parents  from  every  magnet  school 
except  Lincoln  volunteered  to  serve  as  interviewers. 

On  January  1  and  12,  representatives  of  CT/EC,  the  City-wide  Educational ~- 
Coalition,  conducted  two  four-hour  sessions  of  interview  training  for  fifteen 
parents.   On  February  9  and  10,  Dr.  John  Howell,  Director  of  Research,  and 
Gary  Roberts,  Chapter  636  Evaluator,  conducted  interview "t raining  for  twelve  of 
the  original  sixteen  parents  who  had  volunteered  for  this  additional  training. 
Training  consisted  of  mock  interviews  by  staff  members  with  critique  and  recording 
by  parents,  mock  interviews  by  parents  with  critique  by  parents  and  staff,  and  a 
complete  interview  of  another  parent.  At  the  conclusion  of  training,  teams  of 
two  parents  were  set  up,  one  to  serve  as  interviewer  and  the  other  as  recorder, 
and  appointments  with  parents  who  had  been  selected  randomly  were  distributed. 
Interviews  continued  for  the  next  four  weeks  with  scheduling  done  by  Mr.  Roberts 
and  staff.  A  total  of  68  interviews  were  conducted,  representing  about  15%   of 
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the  magnet  school  parents  (see  Table  l).  This  report  is  a  summary  of  the  results 
of  those  interviews. 


, 

Table 

_1 

• 

Jfegnet  Parent 

Interviews 

School 

Number  of  Magnet  Parents    Number 

of  Interviews 

Percent 

Armory 

• 

39 

7 

182 

Beal 

* 

43 

- 

6 

142 

Brightwood 

21 

5 

152 

Lincoln 

19 

2 

133 

New  North 

231 

33 

L$ 

Sumner 
Warner 

28 
5B 

7 
7 

252 

122 

Other* 

Total 

— 

1 

68 

— 

439 

15% 

*This  parent  had  several  children -in  diff erent  magnet  schools  and,  despite  the 
pleadings  of  the  interviewer,  would  not  confine  her  responses  to  one  school.  "• 

Note:  We  attempted  to  survey  about  152  of -the  parents  at  each  school.  However, 
in  several  cases  a  parent  was  "scheduled11  as  a  parent  from  one  magnet 
school,  but  during  the  interview  would  give  responses  for  another  child 
in  a  different  magnet  school.   This  was  particularly  true  at  Lincoln 
(where  some  interviews  ended  up  as  New  North  interviews)  and  at  Warner 
(where  some  -interviews  became  Beal  interviews). 

II.   General  Perspective 

A.   Positive  Reactions 

Overall, parents  seem  to  feel  very  positively  about  the  magnet  school 
programs  (see  Table  2).  When  asked  their  degree  of  satisfaction  with  the 
magnet  school  program,  962  of  the  parents  stated  they  were  very  satisfied 
or  satisfied  with  the  program,  while  only  three  parents  expressed  dis- 
satisfaction.  Over  902  of  the  respondents  felt  that  their  children  were 
learning  basic  skills  (according  to  student  papers  and  report  cards),  and 
that  magnet  schools  were  offering  more  programs  and  activities  (with  mini- 
courses,  Spanish,  and  swimming  most  often  mentioned.)  Parents  were  also 
generally  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  input  they  had  in  their  childrens 
programs  and  with  the  racial  balance  of  the  schools.  More  than  three- 
fourths  of  the  parents  felt  that  the  behavior  and  attitude  of  their 
children  had  improved  since  attending  magnet  schools,  while  tiro-thirds 
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believed  their  children  were  receiving  individualized  attention. 

Table  2 

Positive  Reactions  of  Parents 

Satisfied  or  very  satisfied  ■with  the  magnet  school  program  %% 

Child  learning  basic  skills  %^ 

2-jagnet  school  offers  more  programs  and  activities  93^ 

Safisfied  with  amount  of  parental  input  83% 

Noticed  significant  positive  behavioral  and  attitudinal  changes  T7% 

Satisfied  with  the  racial  balance  of  the  school  75/^ 

Child  receives  more  individualized  attention  at  magnet  school  6#o 

Attendance  of  child  improved  at  magnet  school  2l£* 

Magnet  school  contributed  to  different  racial  attitudes  in  child  3l£* 

■*see  discussion  below 

: Although  only  14  parents  (2l£)  indicated  that  their  children's  attendance 
had  improved  at  the  magnet  school,  no  parents  felt  that  their  children's 
attendance  was  worse,  and"  many  parents  said -that  their  children,  were  going 
to  school  more  willingly  and  with  greater  enthusiasm  than  before.  Thirty- 
one  percent  of  the  parents  believed  that  the  magnet  schools  had  contributed 
to  different  racial  attitudes  and,  although  69^  reported  racial  attitudes 
as  unchanged,  many  of  these  responses  were  qualified  with  stataments  such 
as  "this  was  never  a  problem"  or  "my  child  has  always  gone  to  school  in  an 
integrated  environment". 
B.  Critical  Comments 

The  only  significant  criticism  from  parents  concerned  dissemination  of 
information  and  ideas  to  and  from  parents.  A  majority  of  parents  (79/0 
felt  there  must  be  a  better  way  to  receive  information  about  magnet  schools 
with  more  publicity  in  the  news  media,  mailing  home  of  letters  and  brochures, 
and  meetings  and  open  houses  as  the  most  frequently  named  methods.   Only 
lit  parents  indicated  that  they  had  received  either  a  lot  of  information  or 
a  sufficient  amount  of  information  on  the  magnet  school  program.  Parents 
responded  similarly  when  asked  what  would  be  the  best  way  to  attract  new 
parents  to  the  magnet  school  program.   They  most  often  mentioned  more 
publicity  in  the  news  media,  word  of  mouth,  mailing  of  letter  and  brochures, 
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and  meetings.   This  lack  of  information  was  apparent  in  parent  responses 
to  the  question  "How  did  your  child's  school  become  a  magnet  school?" 
More  than  6C$  of  the  parents  had  no  idea.  However ,  most  of  the  parents 
(71&)   were  aware  that  the  magnet  concept  was  aimed  at  desegregation. 

While  83%   of  the  parents  were  satisfied  with  the  amount  of  input  they 
had,  only  46£  felt  that  they  could  bring  about  changes,  in  the  magnet  school 
program  if  they  desired,  and  only  slightly  more  than  half  felt  that  school 
personnel  had  encouraged  their  involvement.  Fifty-eight  percent  of  the 
parents  felt  that  the  magnet  school  program  could  be  improved,  however, 
most  of  these  responses  were  qualified  with  statements  such  as:   "there's 
always  room  for  improvement. " '  The-  most  frequently  mentioned  improvement, 
-  however,  was  more  parental  involvement,-  followed  by  more -magnet  schools  to 
service  more  youngsters. 
III.  Parent  Information 

Parents  were  extremely  cooperative  during  the  interviews,  according  to  reports 
from  our  interviewers,  and  many  expressed  great  enthusiasm  about  the  magnet  school 
program.  Host  parents  were  long-term  residents  of  Springfield  -(9  or  more  years) 
who  maintain  contact  with  other  parents  in  the  school  and  also  teachers  and 
principals.  Three  out  of  four  parents  knew  the  name  of  their  child's  teacher 
and  principal,  and  most  generally  believed  that  they  were  actively  involved  in 
their  children's  education.   Their  activities  in  this  regard  included  conferences 
with  teachers, -attendance  at  school  programs,  assistance  with  schoolwork,  and 
field  trips  to  libraries  and  museums.  Forty  percent  of  the  parents  reported 
that  they  had  visited  the  school  more  than  five  times  and  another  3%p   had 
visited  3-5   times.  Almost  half  the  parents  had  reportedly  considered  private 
school  for  their  youngsters  before  they  entered  magnet  schools,  but  for  most 
this  alternative  was  just  too  expensive. 

Thus,  an  overall  magnet  parent  profile  would  seem  to  indicate  that  magnet 
parents  are  concerned  about  their  children's  education  and  play  an  active  role 
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in  that  education. 
17.  Important  I-agnet  School  Factors 

The  most  important  facet  of  this  study  was  to  determine  those  aspects  of  the 
magnet  school  program  which  parents  deemed  as  important.  With  regard  to  the 
parent's  source  of  information  about  the  program,  most  parents  received  information 
from  flyers  or  pamphlets.  Other  sources  mentioned,  though  not  nearly  as  often, 
were  friends  and  relatives,  media,  and/or  school  personnel.  However,  parents 
did  not  generally  seek  initial  information  about  the  program,  but  in  many  cases 
they  did  seek  additional  information. 

When  asked  what  factors  lead  to -their  decision  to  send  their  children  to  a 
magnet  school,  parents  mentioned  the  following:  v 

1.  Facilities,  programs  ■■•■-       '  25% 

2.  Child  wanted  to  go  18% 

3.  After  visiting  school  16% 

4.  Child  had  problems  9/* 

5.  Not  satisfied  with  regular  school  S% 

6.  After  reading  booklet  5% 

7.  After -talking  with  school  personnel  l£> 

8.  Other  reasons  15% 

Neither  the  teachers  or  principals,  nor  the  bus  ride  appeared  to  be  major 
factors  in  their  decisions.   Only  30^  felt "these  were  factors.   Several  parents 
indicated  that  the  bus  ride  was  not  a  factor  because  their  children  would  be 
bussed  any  way.  I-fewy  of  the  parents  who  said  this  was  a  factor  indicated  that 
this  negative  factor  was  outweighed  by  the  other  positive  factors  and  benefits 
of  the  magnet  program. 

When  asked  what  the  most  important  aspect  of  their  child's  program  was,  the 
overwhelming  majority  of  parents  said  reading,  math,  and  basics  in  general.  Also 
mentioned,  but  to  a  much  lesser  degree,  were  "extras1'  such  as  Spanish,  I-iisic, 
swimming,  extra  staff,  and  enrichment  activities  such  as  mini-courses.  Parents 
also  were  almost  unanimous  in  opinion  that  magnet  schools  should  offer  supple- 
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mentary  programs  and  that  their  children  should  receive  individualized  instruc- 
tion.  Individuals  zed  instruction  was  seen  as  valuable  in  that  children  learn 
more,  understand  more,  and  are  given  more  attention,  and  that  children's  needs 
are  better  met. 

The  satisfaction  of  these  parents  with  the  magnet  school  program  is  perhaps 
due  to  the  fact  that,  according  to  the  parents,  magnet  schools  are  offering  these 
supplementary  programs  and  are  giving  more  individualized  instruction.  When  asked 
how  the  magnet  school  program  differs  from  the  program  in  the  regular  school,  the 
two  most  frequent  responses  were  "extras"  (such  as  Spanish,  mini-courses,  music 
center,  reading  center)  and. more  individualized  attention.  A  better  atmosphere 
and  physical  plant,  and  more  -teachers,  better  teachers,  and  more  specialized 
teachers  were  also  mentioned. .  2b st_ of  the .parents,  were  aware  of  these  additional 
specialized  personnel,  and,  in  particular,  mentioned  additional  personnel  in 
reading,  math,  and  Spanish. 
V.  Conclusion 

It  would  appear  from  the  results  discussed  above  that  parents -see  basic  skills 
as  the  most  important  aspect  of  their  childrens'  school  program.  Parents  are 
satisfied  that  their  children  are  learning  these  basic  skills  at  the  magnet  school. 
However,  parents  are  not  generally  disenchanted  with  the  schools  their  child  would 
regularly  attend.   Their  children  could  probably  receive  as  good  a  basic  education 
there.  Nevertheless,  parents  apparently  chose  the  magnet  schools  for  their  young- 
sters basically  because  there  are  extra  programs,  activities,  and  personnel  at 
magnet  schools,  and  because  more  individual  attention  is  given  to  their  children 
at  magnet  schools. 

If  magnet  schools  are  to  continue  to  be  attractive  to  parents  the  advantages 
of  the  schools  will  have  to  be  better  publicized.   These  advantages  will  have  to 
be  a  strong  basic  skills  program,  supplementary  programs  and  activities,  and  more 
individualized  instruction. 
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VI.  Comparison  to  Previous  Questionnaire  Results 

The   results  of  the  interviews  concerning  important  magnet  school  factors  were 
similar  to  results  which  were  obtained  on  the  October  questionnaire.  While 
"enrichment"  was  not  specifically  referred  to  in  the  interviews,  as  it  was  in 
the  questionnaire,  it  was  hinted  at  in  most  interviews.  For  example,  supplementary 
programs  were  seen  as  important  and  necessary.  Also,  Spanish,  music  and  piano, 
swimming,  mini-courses,  and  "extra  activities  above  and  beyond  the  basics"  were 
frequently  mentioned.  The  importance  of  individualized  attention  was  as  evident 
in  the  interviews  as  it  was  in  the  questionnaire.  Basic  skills  also  came  through 
as  important  in  the  interviews,  perhaps  slightly  more  so  than- in  the  questionnaire. 
Nevertheless,  three  factors- stand iout.  as  important  in"  results  of  both  studies: 

1.  Enrichment  activities  and  supplementary  -programs. 

2.  Individualized  attention. 

3.  Strong  basic  skills  program. 

The  question  arises  as  to  the  value  of  interviews,  certainly  an  expensive 
alternative  to  questionnaires.  First  of  all,  the  interviews  revealed  -little 
new  information.   The  validity  of  the  October  questionnaire  has  been  substan- 
tiated now  with  the  similarity  in  results  on  the  interviews.   The  other  informa- 
tion from  the  interviews  concerning  satisfaction  of  parents  with  the  magnet 
school  program  and  the  need  for  better  communication  with  parents  and  more 
parental  input  had  already  been  learned  in  questionnaire  results  from  April,  1977. 
I&gnet  parent  information,  while  not  sought  in  previous  questionnaires,  essentially 
confirms  the  observations  of  teachers  and  principals  on  magnet  parents  which  have 
been  shared  with  this  evaluator. 

Secondly,  the  interviews  provided  information  at  considerable  cost  in  money 
and  time.  The  cost  of  the  68  interviews,  representing  15%   of  the  magnet  school 
parents,  came  to  over  $600.,  and  these  interviews  involved  countless  man-hours 
on  the  part  of  administrative  and  secretarial  staff.  The  October  questionnaire 
provided  information  from  over  two-thirds  of  the  magnet  school  parents.  The 
April,  1977  questionnaire  had  a  similar  rate  of  return.        ■       * 


